Writing/Adapting Square Dance Singing Calls 

by Calvin Campbell 

In the past, few callers tried to write their own singing calls. Instead, they depended on 
recording artists to do the job. At the present time, most recordings I hear have boring figures 
and OBCs. Recently, the recording artists have just reverted to a small set of Figures and 
Opener/Break/Closer (OBCs) that are safe. 

Singing calls figures are essentially modules that add up to 64 steps starting from a Static 
Square and ending back in a Static Square. By tradition, the whole “figure” rotates the ladies 
to different positions in the set. Usually this is Corner Progression, but it also can be Right 
Hand Lady Progression, Opposite Lady Progress or No Progression. 

At the present time, (2018) most callers prefer to have figures and OBOs that allow the 
caller to sing the tag (the last 16 beats of the music). During this 16 beats of music the usual 
custom is to have the Couples Promenade. However, there are other options. Circle Eight L/R 
once around takes 16 steps. Promenade Wrong Way once around takes 16 steps. There are 
other options, but these two options are used most. 

The desire to sing the “tag line” means that the core of the OBC of the singing call module 
should be limited to 46-50 steps in length. This gives time for the caller to sing the whole 16 
beat tag. The “figure” or OBC should also resolve with the man and their current partner close 
to the man’s home position. 

This is starter kit to show callers examples of successful ways to write or adapt singing call 
figures. It’s not meant to make you an expert. Becoming an expert will take much practice 
and time. 

Corner Box/Zero Box Solution 

Many singing call figures, use a Corner Box FASR. This is also known as a Zero Box. The 
author adds a ZB-ZB module. Then the author has the Man Swing the Corner Lady and 
Promenade. 

To visualize how the modules inter connect, I recommend that you use a computer spread 
sheet because you can easily total up the steps used. Enter each “Basic” you want to use in 
the left hand column and the recommended timing steps in the second column as shown 
below. 


Figure 1 


A 

Square Thru Four 

10 

ZB 

10 


B 

Right & Left Thru 

6 




B 

Flutter Wheel 

8 




B 

Reverse Flutter Wheel 

8 




B 

Dive Thru 

2 




B 

Square Thru 3/4 

6 

ZB 

30 


C 

Swing Corner 

8 




C 

Promenade 

16 

SS 

24 



Total steps 

64 












This is an example of a typical singing call dance routine. I call it a “frame”. It’s composed 
of a Setup Module, a ZB-ZB Module, and a Getout Module back to a Static Square. The Setup 
is to a Zero/Corner Box (Green) and takes 10 steps. The Zero Module (Yellow) takes 30 steps. 
The Getout Module (Blue) takes 24 steps. 

You use a “frame” as a starting point. You can add “Basics” in or take something out. The 
ideal goal is for all of the Modules to add up to 64 steps. In practice, you will find a range of 
total steps from 62 to 66 will dance fine. You may need a wider range to total steps depending 
on other factors about your audience. For example, elderly and handicapped dancers may not 
be able to take a step to each beat of the music. 

You use the spread sheet to keep track of how many steps you are using as you move 
dancers around. This is critical. If you add too many steps to the “frame” you have to find 
ways to subtract them at another place in the A or B or C modules. 


Figure 2 


A 

Heads Square Thru 
Four 

10 

ZB 

10 


B 

Star Right with 
outside two 

8 




B 

Actives Star Left in 
the middle 

8 




B 

Right & Left Thru 
outside two 

6 




B 

Dive Thru 

2 




B 

Square Thru 3/4 

6 

ZB 

30 


C 

Swing Corner 

8 




C 

Promenade 

16 

SS 

24 



Total steps 

64 





The above “figure” is a 

“classic’ 

singing call figure that has been used for 100s of singing 


calls. The “Basics” add up to 64 steps. No changes needed. 


Figure 3 

A 

Heads Square Thru 

Four 

10 

ZB 

10 


B 

Swing Thru 

6 



Ocean Wave 

B 

Men Run 

4 



Right Hand Two Faced Line 

B 

Ferris Wheel 

8 



Double Pass Thru 

B 

Centers Pass Thru 

2 

ZB 

20 

Eight Chain Thru Formation 

C 

Star/Slide Thru 

4 



Lines of Four facing in 














c 

Square Thru 3/4 

8 

Formation changes to Back to Back Lines of Four 
Facing Out (OLnFcO) 

c 

Swing Corner 

8 


c 

Promenade 

16 SS 

36 


Total steps 

66 



The above “figure” is also a “classical” singing call figure that has been used for 100s of 
singing calls. Notice that the total number of steps add up to 66. That’s OK. It’s within the 
acceptable range of 62-66 total steps. 

In the example above, I’ve added notes in the right hand column. This helps visualize how 
the Formations and Arrangements are changing. I feel that a strong factor in the enjoyment of 
square dancing involves changing formations frequently. 

Figure 4 


A 

Heads Square Thru 
Four 

10 

ZB 

10 


B 

Swing Thru 

6 




B 

Men Run 

4 




B 

Couple Circulate 

4 




B 

Wheel & Deal 

4 




B 

Pass Thru 

2 




B 

Trade By 

4 

ZB 

24 


C 

Swing Corner 

8 




C 

Promenade 

16 

SS 

24 


Total steps 

58 



Out of Range 


The above figure contains a very common ZB-ZB module, but the total steps do not add up 
to enough steps to fall within the target range of 62-66. To fix this, change the Setup Module 
to add in steps as shown below. 


Figure 4 Modified 


A Heads Promenade 8 

Half 




A Down the Middle Half 6 

Square Thru 

ZB 

14 


B Swing Thru 6 




B Men Run 4 



















B 

Couple Circulate 

4 




B 

Wheel & Deal 

4 




B 

Pass Thru 

2 




B 

Trade By 

4 

ZB 

24 


C 

Swing Corner 

8 




C 

Promenade 

16 

SS 

24 



Total steps 

62 





Now, the above “figure” is within the target range of 62-66 steps. 

In the above example figures, hand availability has been taken into consideration. Body 
flow has also been considered. These considerations must be part of the construction of every 
square dance routine. 

Adapting Singing Call Figures 

Two of the ZB-ZB modules start with Swing Thru ... Men ... . This is a very common 
sequence of “basics” that you might want to change to make the figure more interesting. 

The solution is to use equivalent strings of “basics” for Swing Thru ... Men Run ... that fit 
with the range of Swing Thru (6)... Men Run (4) ... = 10 steps total. 


Swing Thru ... Men Run ... Equivalents 

10 


Veer Left (2) ... Couples Trade (6) ... 

8 


Right & Left Thru (6) ... Veer Left (2) ... 

8 


Pass Thru (2) ... Partner Trade (4) ... Veer Left (2) 

8 


Pass Thru (2) ... Wheel Around (4) ... Veer Left (2) ... 

8 


Circle Four Left Half Way (4) ... Veer Left (4) ... 

8 


Step to an Ocean Wave (2) ... Men Cross Run (4) ... Ladies Run (4) 

10 


Veer Left (2) ... Ladies Trade (4) ... Men Trade (4) ... 

10 



Notice that five of these strings of “basics” use fewer steps than Swing Thru ... Men Run 
... . This will change the total number of steps for the “figure”. 

The Setup Module is an excellent place to adjust the number of steps used in a singing call. 
There is a wide range of choices in how to set up a Zero/Corner Box. Here is a table with a 
sampling of Square Thru Equivalents that can be substituted for the Square Thru Four in the 
singing call figures above. 



























Square Thru = 

10 

Right Hand 

Available 

Touch 1/4 (SS = 4) .. 

. Men Run (4) ... 

8 

Clears hands 

Star Thru (SS = 6) ... 

California Twirl (4) ... 

10 

Watch hands 

Slide Thru (SS = 6) . 

. Partner Trade (4) ... 

10 

Clears hands 

Pass the Ocean (6) . 

. Men Trade (4) ... Pass Thru (2) ... 

12 

Clears Hands 

Flutter Wheel (8) ... Sweep 1/4 (2) ... Pass Thru (2) ... 

12 

Clears Hands 

Head/Side Ladies Chain (8) ... Lead Left (4) ... 

12 

Watch Hands 

Right & Left Thru (8) 

... Square Thru Two (6) ... 

14 

Right Hand 

Available 

Right & Left Thru (8) 

... Star/Slide Thru (4) ... Pass Thru (2) ... 

14 

Clears Hands 

Pass the Ocean (4) . 

. Ladies Chain (4) ... Swing Thru (6) ... Turn Thru (4) ... 

18 

Clears Hands 


In the table above, the right hand column can be used to remind the author, of the singing 
call figure, to be constantly aware of hand availability at the end of the module. Comments like 
this make the worksheet approach more useful. 


Other Starting Points for Writing Sing Call Figures 


There are no rules on how to construct singing call routines. There are just observations 
about how most singing call routines have been constructed. I encourage callers to look at 
what other callers have done and pick up ideas that you like. 


Across the Street 
Box 


Another popular FASR for Singing Call Figures is using the Across the 
Street Box. 


0 • ■ 0 



In this “frame”, some of the action takes place across the street and 
then the active couples move to a Zero Box/Corner Box for the Getout. 


In the following example (Figure Five), the whole figure consists of a long Setup Module and 
a long Getout Module. Most of the action takes place across the street. This formula is used 
for many singing calls. 








Figure five. 


A 

Heads Half Square 

Thru 

6 



Eight Chain Thru 

A 

Veer Left 

2 



Right Hand Two Faced Line 

A 

Chain Down the Line 

8 



Facing Lines of Four 

A 

Slide Thru 

4 



Eight Chain Thru Formation 

A 

Pass Thru 

2 



Trade By Formation 

A 

Trade By 

4 

ZB 

26 

Eight Chain Thru Formation 

C 

Star/Slide Thru 

4 



Facing Lines of Four 

C 

Square Thru 3/4 

8 



Lines of Four Facing Out (OLnFcO) 

C 

Swing Corner 8 




C 

Promenade 

16 

SS 

36 



Total steps 

62 





Some singing calls figures use a combination of ideas. In the following figure, the Heads 
Pass Thru ... Promenade Home is a way to add steps to fill out a short “Figure”. Also note 
the different way to provide time for singing the 16 step tag line. 

Figure 6 


A 

Heads Pass Thru 

4 




A 

Promenade Half 

8 

ZS 



B 

Sides Right & Left 

Thru 

8 




B 

Square Thru Four 

10 



This is a Across the Street Box 

B 

Right & Left Thru 

6 




B 

Veer Left 

2 




B 

Couple Circulate 

4 




B 

Chain Down the Line 

8 



Everyone now has their corner for their partner 

C 

Circle Left to Home 

16 

SS 




Total steps 

66 























































Final Thoughts 


Thought #1 — If you go back and look at the example “figures”, you will notice that all the 
figures except Figure 6 end with Swing Corner ... Promenade. I don’t believe that this Getout 
is the best way to build singing call figures, but it is certainly the choice of most of the callers 
who write singing call figures. 

The dancers certainly expect a Swing to precede a Promenade. I’ve used figures that do 
not have this sequence and the dancers will Swing for 2 steps and Promenade whether I tell 
them to or not. It’s your decision to decide whether to buck what the dancers want to do or 
just go along with them. 

I always leave eight beats of music for for a Swing whether they use them or not. 
Depending on the Formation and Arrangement of the set when the Getout is called, a 
Promenade often takes 18 steps and not 16 steps. Between the two, the dancers will get 
home in time or a little ahead of time. 

Thought #2 — Callers used to spend a lot of time matching the words of the call to the 
length of the notes of the music. This included rhyming patter to compliment the “basics” 
called. 

Much of this has disappeared in recent years. You can spot callers who have been calling 
for more than thirty years by how they deliver the calls. They will sing the commands in the 
same meter as the original song. Sometimes they will include some of the words of the original 
song. It was an art. Once you learned the skill, it became automatic. 

Thought #3 — The present tread (2018 trend) is to use a different Figure and OBC for each 
time through the music (64 beats). Sometimes, callers sight-call the routines. My choice has 
always been to use no more that two figures and only one OBC. 

For me, the Singing Call has always been the part of the “tip” where I let the dancers relax. 

If I’ve been clever with the “Patter” half of the “Tip” and they have been successful, they need 
to relax. 

During the singing call I want the dancers to enjoy the song and maybe sing along. They 
can’t do that if they don’t know the “figure”. 

Thought #4 — I encourage all callers to develop a collection of singing call Figures and 
OBCs that they use for most recordings. This will enable you to develop the ability to quickly 
fit the words of the call to the music. 

Dancers are unlikely to notice if you use a “figure” or OBC more than once an evening. 

They will notice if the same “figure” or OBC is used for two or more singing calls in a row. For 
example, many recording artists tend to overuse Grand Square for their vocal side of the 
recording. Don’t make the same mistake. Change the OBC. 

There are many sources for singing call “figures” and OBCs. Vic Cedar’s database, Andy 
Shores collection, Cal Campbell’s Singing Call Collection, etc. My advice is to carefully 
examine the choreography and timing of anything published in any of these resources. 

Evaluate whether the routine is worth adding to “your” collection. If it doesn’t have a new 
and interesting way to move people around, why memorize another variation. 



